






Readings	and	identity		There	is	one	matter	on	which	there	is	widespread	agreement	about	the	vigil:	‘the	readings	are	too	long,’	‘they	don’t	make	sense,’	or	‘that	Old	Testament	stuff	is	awful.’	When	I	ask	ordinary	people	about	this	vigil	these	opinions	are	openly	expressed,	when	I	ask	clergy	the	answers	are	more	coy	but	amount	to	the	same	thing	–	the	proof	is	that	in	many	(most?)	places	they	are	reduced	to	the	legal	minimum,	and	it	is	virtually	unknown	for	the	whole	set	of	reading	to	be	done	in	an	‘ordinary	parish.’	Let	us	now	worry	about	the	reasons	given	to	justify	this,	let	us	simply	note	the	fact:	this	set	of	readings	is	‘like	salt	that	has	lost	its	flavour	and	can	now	only	be	thrown	out	to	be	trodden	underfoot’!		But	 there	 is	 another	 problem.	While	 almost	 everywhere	 the	 list	 of	 readings	 is	curtailed,	most	still	think	that	they	are	OK	so	long	as	they	‘keep	the	rubrics.’	This	means	that	the	third	reading	(Ex	14:15	-	15:6;	17-18)	because	it	is	obligatory	is	still	 read.	 This,	 with	 the	 Canticle	 of	 Moses	which	 follows	 it,	 is	 the	 type	 of	 the	
Passover	and	the	antetype	of	the	Paschal	Mystery	–	and	hence	is	considered	so	special.	Alas,	almost	no	reading	causes	so	much	confusion.	We	as	 listeners	–	as	distinct	 from	religious	 trained	 in	 the	methods	of	 lectio	divina	 –	do	not	 think	 in	terms	of	types,	antitypes,	and	antetypes.	This	means	that	when	we	hear	of	God	slaughtering	 the	 Egyptian	 soldiers	 (who	were	 just	 doing	 their	 duty)	 and	 even	their	 horses	 we	 are	 repulsed.	 Surely	 there	 is	 enough	 perversion	 in	 the	 world	which	rejoices	is	warfare,	mayhem,	and	waste.	Surely	there	are	enough	warrior-images	 of	 God	 and	 enough	 people	 who	 want	 to	 use	 religion	 as	 a	 cover	 for	violence	that	we	can	do	with	out	 this?	 	Every	year,	with	the	same	regularity	as	the	arrival	of	Easter	Eggs	in	the	shops,	I	am	asked	why	are	we	reading	about	God	killing	men	and	horses	–	and	then	being	asked	to	rejoice	in	this?		One	can	try	to	explain	that	there	is	an	ancient-near-eastern	genre	of	praise	poetry	that	is	based	on	the	image	of	 ‘the	warrior	saviour,’	and	this	was	transferred	to	the	Lord,	and	then	 understood	 by	 analogy	 …	 using	 this	 hermeneutic	 …	 within	 that	 cultural	content	…	and	that	it	is	read	symbolically	and	not	literally	…	…	…	…	(one	can	keep	going).	 The	 simple	 fact	 is	 that	 this	 is	 a	 reading	which,	 even	 if	 it	worked	 in	 an	earlier	 age	 or	when	 the	 only	 people	who	 understood	 it	were	 a	 small	 group	 of	literate,	theologically	trained	clergy,	is	now	counter-productive.	In	our	world	we	
must	not	present	God	as	a	warrior.	We	must	not	 leave	open	 the	possibility	 that	God	 is	 formally	 presented	 by	 the	 Church	 as	 a	 Being	 who	 deliberately	 brings	violence	into	the	world	and	rejoices	in	it.		So	what	should	we	do?		The	central	theme	of	this	sequence	of	readings	–	and	the	sequence	is	he	most	ancient	continuous	element	in	the	Vigil	–	is	that	they	express	our	identity	as	those	who	hope	in	the	Christ.	We	are	a	people	who	look	forward	to	 deliverance	 now	 and	 in	 the	 future,	 because	 of	 the	 event	 of	 the	 Paschal	Mystery.	So	the	question	we	have	to	ask	is	not	 ‘what	readings	should	we	read?’	but	how	would	we	express	who	we	believe	we	are	as	the	people	of	hope?	This	is	not	an	easy	question	to	be	answered	in	a	moment	with	a	 few	jotted	notes:	 this	asks	 us	 to	 examine	 ourselves,	 reflect,	 pray,	 and	 talk	 with	 one	 another.	 In	 this	way,	selecting	the	readings	that	we	will	use	at	the	Vigil	–	and	remember	that	de	
facto	we	do	not	use	the	one’s	formally	provided	–	needs	to	be	the	outcome	of	the	discussions	and	reflections	of	Lent.	This	week,	next	week,	with	that	group,	with	another	group,	in	this	situation	and	in	that,	we	need	to	discuss:	we	are	we	as	the	baptized?		
Preparation	–	celebration		Lent	is	when	we	prepare	for	Easter,	for	the	baptism	of	new	sisters	and	brothers,	and	recall	who	we	are	as	 the	baptized	people;	 the	Vigil	 then	celebrates	 this.	 In	any	 community	 there	will	 be	 a	 variety	 of	 answers	 to	 this	 question	 of	 identity,	and,	indeed,	no	two	Christians	will	be	identical:	the	Spirit	speaks	to	each	of	us	in	our	individuality.	But	we	come	together	to	share	these	insights	and	to	learn	from	one	another.	Perhaps	some	will	find	a	part	of	that	identity	in	a	passage	from	the	Torah	or	 the	prophets,	others	may	 fasten	on	a	passage	 from	the	Psalms	or	 the	wisdom	literature.	Others	still	will	fasten	on	a	Christian	text	or	even	feel	the	need	to	compose	a	new	answer	to	express	their	identity	in	the	Word	made	flesh.	These	fruits	 of	 preparation	 –	 the	 results	 of	 Lent	 –	 then	 form	 the	 spine	 of	 a	 time	 of	waiting	in	darkness,	with	only	the	glimmer	of	candles	all	drawing	their	light	from	
just	one	candle,	for	the	dawn.		The	 Vigil	 offers	 us	 a	 dramatic	 context	 both	 to	 affirm	 our	 identity	 and	acknowledge	where	we	are:	we	live	an	often-dark	universe,	but	stand	together	in	hope	 because	 of	 the	 Christ.	 Celebrating	 this	 is	 not	 easy,	 and	 it	 demands	much	more	 than	 taking	 the	 ritual	 as	 ‘a	 given’	 and	 ‘following	 the	 rubrics.’	 But	acknowledging	the	extra	work,	we	owe	it	to	those	we	serve	to	facilitate	them	to	celebrate	it	well.			
